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ABSTRACT 
One of the prominent debates of the current era of 
increasingly networked economy and sociality relates to 
the concept of ‘connectedness’ (Price, 2013; Siemens, 
2006). On the one hand, technologies extend, mediate, 
and reduce the need for physical spaces for social 
interaction; on the other hand, there has also been a 
resurgence in community hubs as existing and new forms 
of critical resources for diverse individuals and 
communities. This paper provides a comparative analysis 
of three creative community hubs in South East 
Queensland, each representing a case of bottom-up, 
middle-out, and top-down driven initiatives. By applying 
the transdisciplinary lens of Urban Informatics, it 
explores the juxtaposed values of physical space and 
digital technologies for connectedness within the context 
of creative communities. It then opens questions about 
how Human-Computer Interaction (HCI) might add to 
tactics of connection for meaningful and impactful 
community engagement. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The advancement of digital and networked technologies 
is facilitating and creating new ways of connections 
across geographical, disciplinary, and cultural boundaries. 
These developments are leading to the emergence of new 
propositions that are reconfiguring “social norms and 
spaces as people adopt and fit them into their lives” 
(Rainie 2012, p. 276). As these developments gain 
momentum, so do continued calls to interrogate how to 
reduce techno-centrism and restore the ‘human-ness’ of 
technologies. These calls propose that any attempt at 
making connections across “the human and the 
technological (so) as to achieve perfection should take 
account of those mutual embeddings” (Jasanoff, 2016, 
p.74). As the predominant question of such connections 
shifts from if to how, Human-Computer Interaction (HCI) 
research and practice play an increasingly significant role 
in the design and experiences of connections among 
people, places, and technologies (Foth, Choi, & Satchell, 
2011). These experiences occur across various aspects of 
human (and non-human) lives, including how they 
engage with civic and community activities, and how they 
learn, work, and play. 
An area that poses particularly interesting challenges to 
HCI is creative community hubs. As physical spaces and 
socio-culturally significant places, connecting traditional 
and new values, community hubs function as a 
mechanism for resource creation and sharing, as well as 
cultural and social exchanges through capacity building 
(Ramirez, 2007). Creative community hubs are subjects 
of ever growing government and community initiatives 
that attempt to coalesce and amplify such capacities with 
digital, techno-social means. This growing field of 
practice is steadily garnering scholarly attention from the 
HCI community with diverse focuses such as rural 
communities and the Galleries, Libraries, Archives, and 
Museums (GLAM) sector (Chamberlain, Crabtree, & 
Davies, 2013; Fox & Le Dantec, 2014; Giaccardi & 
Palen, 2008; Lentini & Decortis, 2010).   
This paper explores how digital technologies, social 
values, and spaces within creative community hubs are 
juxtaposed to facilitate connections between people, 
informed by a contextual analysis of three examples in 
South East Queensland (SEQ): ‘The Cube,’ ‘The Edge,’ 
and ‘The Ambo.’ Each respectively represents a case of a 
bottom-up, middle-out or top-down driven initiative. The 
transdisciplinary lens of Urban Informatics coalescing 
people, places, and technologies perspectives (Foth, Choi, 
et al., 2011) is applied to examine how different kinds of 
connections are reinforced, challenged, and created 
within these spaces. This in turn will help us interrogate 
how each model provides different types of 
connectedness and HCI considerations for designing 
creative community hubs.  
 
EMERGING CREATIVE COMMUNITY HUB MODELS 
Recent years have witnessed a resurgence of creative 
community hubs, which can be attributed to a number of 
factors. These include the need to re-examine and re-
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create existing community spaces to ensure their 
relevance to changing needs of communities – e.g. 
libraries increasingly becoming creative and knowledge 
hubs (Foth, Satchell, & Hearn, 2011; Freeman, 2005); 
key social issues such as unemployment and demand for 
new skill sets – e.g. hubs for training and capacity 
building (The SA Centre for Economic Studies, 2013), 
and; more broadly, emerging need for community 
resilience as a response to the dominant neoliberal 
governmentality that reinforces the discourse of self-
improvement (Joseph, 2013). This broad range of 
influences have resulted in many types of ‘hub-spaces,’ 
which can be described as being top-down, middle-out 
and bottom-up initiatives. These characteristics are 
exemplified in the selected case studies. 
The Ambo (Bottom-Up)  
‘Bottom-up’ community hubs are typically motivated by 
concerns for local communities, particularly socially 
disadvantaged groups (The SA Centre for Economic 
Studies, 2013). These spaces often provide services and 
programs that promote social inclusion, or community 
“capacity building” (Craig, 2007; The SA Centre for 
Economic Studies, 2013). The Old Ambulance Station, or 
as it more commonly known as “The Ambo” in Nambour, 
Queensland, is an example of a bottom-up initiative. It is 
a repurposed defunct local ambulance station is multi-
purpose space and supports a wide range of creative 
practices for aspirational, emerging, and established 
practitioners. It promotes peer-based learning, formal 
business development and acceleration programs, such as 
artist residencies and entrepreneurial training initiatives 
(The Old Ambulance Station, 2016).   
The Edge (Middle-Out) 
Middle-out initiatives share common features with both 
bottom-up and top-down models, but most of their 
complex and systemic transformations are managed by 
the institutional middle, the role of which can at times be 
ambiguous and negotiated in situ. They are derived from 
the notion that every person has an innate ‘capacity’ that 
can be optimised through the provision of accessible 
resources (Mellis, Follmer, Hartmann, Buechley, & 
Gross, 2013).  This concept is attributed particularly to 
the evolution of the Internet, enabling opportunities for 
large numbers of dispersed users to share, socialise, 
collaborate, and produce across networked communities. 
The socialising and collaborative conditions of the 
Internet is also forcing traditional knowledge ‘containers’ 
(Van Dijck, 2009; Siemens, 2006, p.10), such as public 
libraries, to transform so as to remain relevant to the 
changing needs and motivations of local communities 
(Colegrove, 2015). As Colegrove suggests, “libraries 
have responded with the creation of new spaces and 
services” with a more technological edge (2015).  One 
such example is The Edge, a middle-out initiative that is 
located within the State Library of Queensland, Brisbane 
city. The Edge is the first of its kind in Australia. It was 
established as the Queensland Government’s flagship 
‘Digital Cultural Centre,’ with an emphasis on “creating 
creatives” and an “explicit focus on participation, 
engagement and collaboration with and through young 
people” (Foth, Satchell, et al., 2011; State Library of 
Queensland, 2016).  
The Cube (Top-Down) 
The establishment of top-down community hub initiatives 
is seen as a way of ensuring a “social return on 
investment” (Government of Ontario, 2015). This is 
evident of the global emphasis on Science, Technology, 
Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) education, which 
is founded on the assumption that these disciplines are 
inherently valuable to developing the processes and 
products an economy fueled by innovation demands 
(Robinson, 2011). Consequently, governments around the 
world are investing in initiatives that aim to increase the 
engagement of school and higher education students in 
STEM educational programs. The Cube is an example of 
this momentum, conceived and built as part of a 
university’s response to the global discourse on STEM 
education. The Cube is both a digital interface and 
community engagement hub, situated within the Science 
and Engineering Centre (SEC) at the Queensland 
University of Technology (QUT). Since its inception in 
2013, The Cube has supported an average of 40,000 
visitors per year. It facilitates complex HCI capabilities 
around “one of the world’s largest interactive learning 
and engagement spaces” (Rittenbruch et al., 2013).  
 
COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS 
Urban Informatics refers to “the study, design, and 
practice of urban experiences across different urban 
contexts that are created by new opportunities of real-
time, ubiquitous technology and the augmentation that 
mediates the physical and digital layers of people 
networks and urban infrastructures” (Foth, Choi & 
Satchell 2011, p.4). Urban Informatics provides a 
transdisciplinary lens through which the interplay of 
people, places, and technologies may be understood, 
experienced, and created. In this paper, this lens applied 
to understand the technological and social ecologies of 
the three case studies, and to conceptualise the extent to 
which these cases employ methods that sit at the 
intersection of People, Places and Technologies, with a 
particular focus on tactics of connection (see Figure 1).   
 
Figure 1. Urban Informatics: People, Places & Technologies 
The following discussion provides an analysis of each of 
the case studies by drawing attention to the interplay 
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between people, places, and technologies that are 
occurring within these spaces. 
 
The Ambo 
The Ambo has become a key part of the social fabric of 
the creative Nambour community. This has been achieved 
by effectively bridging People & Places. Its inception is 
part of a community drive to revitalise the economically 
and socioculturally strained old sugar town of Nambour, 
and transform it into the creative hub of the Sunshine 
Coast. Although council-owned, The Ambo is a 
community-driven volunteer-based space. It is occupied 
by nine business tenants, such as Edgeware Creative 
Entrepreneurship and the Coolihawk café, which helps 
generate income from rents paid, and reduces reliance on 
external funding. These tenants actively encourage 
individuals and organisations (e.g. customers and 
collaborators) to come into the space to engage with local 
creative activities. While The Ambo promotes an 
emphasis on creative community building, its users are 
not dependent on a top-down managing body to 
determine the activities occur within the space. Thus 
volunteers and occupants play diverse roles as users, 
managers, and curators of The Ambo.  
Today, The Ambo attracts local and wider communities 
through events that aim to build creative capacity by 
bringing together community members. For example, the 
popular monthly program, Long Table, is a free event for 
local creative entrepreneurs to each bring a plate of food 
to share and have conversation in and around the building 
(see Figure 2).  
 
Figure 2. Long Table at The Ambo 
This is also evident in The Ambo’s predominant use of 
word-of-mouth marketing. With limited technology being 
used in the form of one-way communicative platforms 
(e.g. an e-newsletter) and irregular social media 
(Facebook) postings to inform community members 
about upcoming events, the main means of connection 
provided by The Ambo is in the People & Places 
intersection. Current tactics of connection used by people 
revolve around self-directed communication using 
personal technologies situated at the intersection between 
People & Technologies. The Places & Technologies 
intersection currently shows low connections, as the 
limited financial resources pose challenges to introducing 
new technologies to the space.   
The Edge  
The Edge is invested in fostering connections between 
People & Places though in a controlled manner. On one 
level, this is achieved through interpersonal 
communication facilitated by permanent front-of-house, 
located at the main entry. Unlike The Ambo, the 
appointment of permanent staff at The Edge means that 
people are present at designated times to facilitate the 
connections between visitors and various resourced 
contained within The Edge. These resources include free 
and bookable window bays (Figure 3), a fabrication lab, 
community capacity building classes, events, open source 
lesson plans (for educators), and an onsite cafe.  
 
Figure 3. Window Bays at The Edge 
One way in which The Edge takes advantage of the 
Places & Technologies intersection is through the use of 
digital platforms. Screens are visible on both levels of 
The Edge, displaying aspects of its networked 
infrastructure that may be useful to visitors, such as an 
online calendar of events and room usage, though only in 
a unidirectional way. The Edge also leverages off existing 
technological platforms, such as Meetup 
(www.meetup.com), online resource and facilities 
booking system, and access to online learning portals 
such as lynda.com.  
Some complex challenges remain in the People & 
Technologies intersection, as The Edge as a public space 
caters to a larger and more diverse user base than the 
other two cases discussed in this paper. Attempts to 
address this issue have been made but with limited 
success. For example, ‘Gelatin,’ an “ambient information 
system that aims to facilitate shared encounters and a 
better sense of other visitors who are currently at The 
Edge” (Bilandzic, Jones & Foth, 2013, p.39) was 
developed based on a perceived need that users were 
unaware and wanted to know who else was currently 
using the space. However, Creative Manager of The 
Edge, Daniel Flood explains that it was challenging for 
users to negotiate their needs; it also raised concerns 
about privacy, and; it was interpreted by users as a forced 
form of social engagement, rather than a voluntary 
interaction (personal communication, August 29, 2016). 
The Cube  
As a digital interface, The Cube occupies two-stories of 
the SEC and is comprised of 48 multi-touch screens, and 
numerous projectors (Figure 4). It facilitates a self-
directed learning experience of STEM through a series of 
  4 
digital projects, such as the ‘Virtual Reef’, ‘Chem 
World’, ‘Robot University’, and ‘Dino Zoo’. These 
projects are designed to inspire and engage the 
imagination of school students – i.e. prospective QUT 
students – through game-like interactions. The Cube is 
also fitted with infrared cameras; this technology has 
been used to create ‘characters’ (i.e. dinosaurs, robots, 
fish) that ‘follow’ users as they move past the screens. 
Although the primary target demographic is school 
students, The Cube is a free resource, and is open to the 
public seven days a week. It also attracts usage from 
incidental visitors such as tourists, walking groups, 
cyclists, and young families. 
 
Figure 4. The Cube interface 
Both Technologies-related intersections (Technologies & 
Places and Technologies & People) are the apparent 
strength and focus area of The Cube with limited 
attention to People & Places. Unlike The Edge, The Cube 
does not have a front desk or dedicated staff to welcome 
visitors to the space. Instead, visitors are ‘greeted’ with a 
digital ‘kiosk’ – an interactive display panel that sits 
adjacent to The Cube, and close to the entry of the SEC. 
This has been designed (1) to optimise usage from 
visitors who might be unfamiliar with the space, (2) to 
inform visitors about ‘what’s on’ the screens ‘this week’, 
and (3) to familiarize visitors with the conceptual aims of 
the digital projects.  
The Cube digital interface has become the inspiration, or 
trigger, for a series of hands-on, interdisciplinary STEAM 
public and school programs, designed to develop digital 
fluency and expand the creative sources of STEM, by 
including the Arts. Technological toolsets, such as 
littleBits, Arduino, MaKey MaKey, and LEGO robotics, 
have become the cornerstone of these workshops, acting 
as creative catalysts for users to experiment, play, and 
make with. These programs are also designed to ‘build 
further QUT’s sense of community’ (Queensland 
University of Technology, 2014, p.3). This is achieved 
(1) by engaging internal and external collaborators, or a 
STEAM brains bank, as program co-developers, (2) 
involving university students from the Science and 
Engineering, Creative Industries, and Faculty of 
Education, as program co-facilitators, and (3) by 
engaging program participants from the wider 
community. While most program delivery occurs on 
campus, the STEAM program has also been delivered 
across Brisbane City Council library spaces and within 
SEQ schools. Such a multi-site approach has added to the 
comparative lack of strategies to promote connections in 
the People & Places intersection.  
 
CONCLUSIONS 
While our case studies have been discussed in relation to 
bottom-up, middle-out, and top-down initiatives, there are 
a number of common threads between these spaces. They 
are all public spaces or resources, accessible to diverse 
individuals; they are multi-purpose spaces, used for 
study, work, entrepreneurial, and playful activities and 
interactions, and; the driving motivation of each hub is 
also to engage targeted and/or incidental communities 
through capacity building initiatives. Through 
comparative analysis using the Urban Informatics lens, 
we identified key differences in the types of connections 
the hubs provide and promote: 
• The bottom-up model shows the most active 
connections in the People & Places intersection 
compared to the other two intersections. 
• The top-down model has significantly less active 
connections in the People & Places intersection 
compared to the other two intersections. 
• The middle-out model shows similar level of activities 
and provisions for connection across all three 
intersections   
We have also identified a gap in the way that digital and 
networked technologies are used to foster a sense of 
connectedness, which leads us to pose the following 
broad questions in regards to how HCI might contribute 
to ensuring meaningful and impactful engagement at 
creative community hubs. 
• How might the connections across all three 
intersections of people, places, and technologies be 
strengthened and balanced? 
• What are methodological considerations to gain, reflect 
on, and apply rich, nuanced insights into different 
contexts surrounding types of creative community 
hubs? 
• Our study is a small enquiry into a much larger 
complex domain of research and development. How 
might we build on this and other similar studies to form 
a more substantial body of knowledge? 
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